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Gowrie Group & IMIS – the leading insurance experts. Providing coverage 

and risk management for everything marine.

• Power & Sailboats

• Racing Sailboats & One-designs

• Worldwide Cruisers (Jackline Program)

• Luxury Yachts

• Marine Crew Medical

Request a quote now at www.gowrie.com/IMIS

or call 410.827.3757

IMIS and Jackline are now 

part of Gowrie Group.

RISK NEVER SLEEPS. NEITHER DO WE.

Safety Series presented by

Dean Benham, a longtime Chesa-
peake Bay boatyard manager, 
used to draw a chuckle from 

sailboat owners with his wry one-liner: 
“You ought to go sailing more often—
and break something!” he’d say, as the 
customer left his office. The sailors, 
many of whom became his friends, 
invariably would grin and just shake 
their heads. 

As everyone knew, Benham, a sailor 
himself, was only joking, not trying to 
scare up more repair business. But his 
wisecrack also was a reminder of how 
vulnerable to accidents a sailboat can 
be: an important factor for all of us 
to keep in mind. Benham’s point was 
simple: anything on a sailboat that can 
break eventually will, and you’d better 
be prepared to avoid it or cope with it. 

There’s plenty of sailboat gear to 
put on the list of potential equip-
ment failures: shackles, fittings, cleats, 
chainplates, shrouds, halyards, spars, 
winches, boomvangs, lifelines, hoses, 
clamps, seacocks, and a raft of others, 
even a mast. And it’s all under strain 
almost every time you go out.

“A sailboat is an accident waiting to 
happen,” says Michael Jewell, a Coast 
Guard-licensed captain who skippered 
his 40-foot sloop, Five O’Clock, to vic-
tory in the Maryland Governor’s Cup 
race last summer. “That’s why you need 
to take so much care to make sure she’s 
in good shape.”

Anything That Can Break Will Break
and Other Sailing Principles To Live By

 by Captain Art Pine

Here’s a list of safety principles that are 
essential to all boaters—and especially 
for sailors:

Don’t stint on boat maintenance. 
Spend both the money and the time to 
make sure your equipment is in good 
condition and good working order. Test it 
regularly, preferably while your boat is still 
in the slip, but even while you’re under 
way. Don’t just assume that if it worked 
last week it’ll work again.

Train your crew in how to act in an 
emergency. Not only in the usual man-
overboard drill. What if your roller-furler 
jams in heavy weather, leaving your jib 
flogging and dangerous? Suppose your 
transmission cable separates from the 
gear-shift lever, locking your boat in 
forward? What if you crack your knee on 
a cleat? Who’d sail back to port?

These are problems on all boats, but 
it’s especially critical on a sailboat, which 
is more complex and difficult to operate. 

Some sailors pride themselves on being 
able to “single-hand” their vessels—that 
is, sail it alone. That’s risky enough, but 
having a crew onboard won’t be a big 
benefit unless they know enough to be of 
use.

Planning is paramount. You can’t do 
enough of it, whether it’s scouring the 
weather forecasts or familiarizing yourself 
with the nautical charts you’ll be using. 
Do you have enough tools and spare parts 
on board to cover likely emergencies when 
you aren’t close to a boatyard? How’s your 
fuel? Water? Battery condition? Food?

Keep a sharp lookout always. It’s 
easy to get distracted if you’re fiddling 
with your chartplotter or even enjoying a 
conversation, but someone has to watch 
where the vessel is heading at all times, or 
you may find yourself in danger with no 
time to avert it. Two lookouts are better 
than one. Even experienced sailors some-
times miss things. 
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Call 609-587-3300 today for more information  
or visit:

40+ Dealers
Coast-to-Coast

Accidents Happen…
But Preparation is No Accident

Life Rafts ~ Rescue Platforms ~ Man Overboard Modules

If you have to get off the boat, stay out of the water!

Professional Survival Equipment for Serious Mariners.
Family Owned & American Made Since 1920.

YOU SHOULD KNOW...
•	Your	raft’s	mounting	position	can	accelerate	the	aging	

process	and	its	components.	Have	your	raft	inspected	
within	the	service	interval	by	an	authorized	service	
facility	to	determine	if	it’s	optimum	condition

•	Most	rafts	have	to	be	inspected	every	1-3	years

Switlik’s “GO/No-GO” pressure gauge offers a 
visible way to inspect your raft prior to each trip. 
Plus, Switlik’s industry leading 5-YEAR SERVICE 
INTERVAL gives you peace of mind, convenience, 
and cost savings.

Rules of the Road. You may pride 
yourself on knowing the rules of the road 
pretty well, but what about other boaters? 
Don’t assume that those sharing the sea-
lanes with you are familiar with how to 
behave on the water. Keep a close watch 
ahead and in all directions and get ready 
to act if danger seems imminent. 

Yes, wear a lifejacket. You don’t have 
to tell that to dinghy sailors, but those 
who take out larger boats often ignore it 
unless the seas turn choppy. The point 
about lifejackets is they don’t do you 
much good in the water unless you’re 
wearing them, and when you actually need 
them, it’s usually too late to go hunt for 
them.

Brief your guests. Guests can be a lot 
of fun on a sailboat, but depending upon 
the size and layout of your vessel, they 
also can be a problem and sometimes a 
menace. Before you get under way, give 
them a flight-attendant-type briefing. 
Show where you keep lifejackets, fire 
extinguishers, and other safety equipment, 
and how to use the head.

Also warn them that a swinging 
boom resulting from an unintended gybe 
can kill; that it’s illegal to dangle your 
legs over the side; that they need to ask 
permission before they move around; 
that they should hold on to a grab rail or 
shroud when they go forward; that they 
should keep seated while you’re docking. 
(You probably have your own list.)

Avoid alcohol before and while you’re 
under way. Yes, it sounds prim, but stud-
ies have shown that alcohol dulls your 
judgment and response time and hastens 
the onset of hypothermia if you fall into 
the water. Sailboats are complex. 

 # Inflatable 
lifejackets 
are great for 
sailors on 
larger vessels.
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Liferaft Rental, 
Sales & Services

Pick-up & delivery available

Arrange to view your liferaft 
repack

All marine safety equipment -
EPIRBs, flares, extinguishers, 
& apparel

 

Vane Brothers
Marine Safety & Services

Full Service Liferaft Inspection Stations

Celebrating a century of service to 
the maritime community in Baltimore, 

Annapolis, DelMarVa, Norfolk, 
Philadelphia, the Jersey Shore, 

and Wilmington, NC

www.vanebrothers.com • sales@vanebrothers.com

V

2100 Frankfurst Ave., Baltimore, Maryland 21226
Phone: 410.631.5167 • Fax: 410.631.5118 

Norfolk, Virginia • Phone: 800.440.VANE

Even passengers need to have their wits 
about them. Save that glass of wine 
until after you’re back in port. 

Your VHF-FM marine radio. 
Remember that old credit card com-
mercial? “The American Express Card. 
Don’t leave home without one”? In the 
case of VHF-FM marine radios, it’s 
“Don’t leave home without two”—a 
full-fledged bulkhead-mounted model 
and a handheld one to use as a backup. 

And don’t forget to keep your radio 
on and tuned to channel 16 all the time 
you’re under way. Use it to check the 
weather (listen to the marine forecast 
at least once an hour), monitor distress 
calls and messages from other boats, 
and transmit when necessary. (Cell-
phones are no substitute. They only go 
to the party you’ve called.)

A boat is not a car. Sound simplis-
tic? More appropriate as a warning for 
powerboaters? Maybe so, but some 
experts say ignoring that truism is one 
of the hidden causes of accidents that 

they witness on the water these 
days, even among skippers of 
sailboats. 

 You’ve probably seen this 
yourself, particularly with first-
time boaters. The boat operator 
climbs into a 16-foot runabout, 
turns the key, and zooms off 
into the Bay. He has little or no 
training and no real apprecia-
tion of how water-borne vessels 
behave or what the rules of the 
road are. By the time he realizes 
he’s in trouble, it may be too late. 

But it’s not just beginning boaters. 
Even experienced mariners can uncon-
sciously revert to their car-driving habits 
if they don’t discipline themselves to 
think as mariners all the time they’re at 
the helm, says Chris Edmonston, presi-
dent of the BoatU.S. Foundation, whose 
primary mission is promoting boating 
safety.

Now you can go out on the water and 
break something. P

About the Author: Art Pine 
is a Coast Guard-licensed 
captain and a longtime sailor 
on the Chesapeake Bay.

 # Learn how to use 
your VHF radio.


